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Chapter One 

Chris 
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The First Time We Met 

“Warren? Can I stay at your house tonight?” I didn’t have any shame. I couldn’t. Mom didn’t leave me any other options. I didn’t care that it was a school night. 

“I don’t care.” He told me. “I’ve got basketball tryouts though.” That was fine by me. I couldn’t go home. If Dad showed up again, I would be too tempted to hurt him, worse than he hurt Mom and Art. 

I walked into the gym with Warren and Jordan. Both of them were trying out. I had no interest in the sport, or any sport for that matter. My days were usually spent on the computer or a video game and Art supplied me with plenty of top of the line equipment. I took a seat on the bench and pulled out the handheld video game Art bought me last week. I tuned out the world. There were other kids nearby, groups of them, talking and laughing. The athletes were on the court bouncing balls. The squeaks of their shoes were kind of annoying. 

“Hey, you.” A man called out. I looked up. He was looking directly at me. Crap, was he going to take my game from me? I didn’t realize the rules of the school applied to something like this. “Put the game away and get down here.” He demanded. He looked scary; like someone you have to obey even if you don’t want to. 

“I’m not here to tryout.” I tried to explain to him. 

“Chris,” Warren’s dad called out to me. I looked at him. “Are you talking back to the coach?” Warren’s dad gives us a ride home most Fridays but today is Tuesday, so I was surprised to see him; on the court, nonetheless.  

“No, sir! I’m trying to explain that I’m just waiting for Warren, not to try out.” The coach walked up the bleachers to me. He towered over me and peered down. I cowered. He didn’t look like he was ready to beat me like my father always did, but he looked like he meant business. A cursory glance around and I saw all eyes were on me.  

“You are in my gym,” he told me. “You will get on the court.” I put my video game away. Too scared to defy him.  “You,” he turned toward a group of females, picking one, probably at random. “You are in charge of his bag. If his stuff is stolen, you will pay. I will be watching.”  

I watched as the most beautiful pair of legs walked in my direction. How in the world did a goddess blend in on this planet? I looked up into her beautiful blue eyes and melted. I forgot to breathe. I couldn’t think. I might have drooled. 

“I’m Phoebe.” She said with a grin. “I’m babysitting your stuff.” She held her hand out for my bag.  

“I’m Chris,” I replied, handing her the bag. “And thanks.” I stood and followed the coach down the bleachers. “I’m not a very good player.” I admitted. 

“We’ll see,” Coach told me. “Go shoot with Warren.” I did as I was told. 

“I have no clue how to play.” I told him. He smiled. Warren is a guy with few words. I met him on the first day of school and learned fast that he doesn’t speak much. He bounced the ball, sending it in my direction. I caught it, I'm not that terrible, but other than dribbling it, I was at a loss. 

“Shoot.” He told me. He played out the action, without the ball. I mimicked him, with the ball. It soared but missed the hoop. By a long shot! Embarrassing. Warren laughed, not mockingly, but a laugh, nonetheless. He galloped over to the ball, retrieved it and bounced it my way again. “Again.” He bent his knees and did the hand action again. “Down and up.” He said doing his mini squat and hand thing again.  

I missed. Again. And again. 

“Come on, Chris!” I heard a whoop and giggles from the bleachers. Phoebe! She was watching. Now I was embarrassed and excited. I needed to make a basket. She’s watching! Me! 

I bent my knees, eyed the net and extended my body in one fluid motion. The ball soared and this time, hit the rim, dancing on it for a few seconds before falling... into the net! “Yes!” I cheered, throwing a fist in the air. I regretted it immediately, remembering I was being watched by girls. Crap, how embarrassing. But the goddess had cheered for me and because of her I just scored! Maybe she’s my good luck charm!  

I glanced at her. Those legs!  

“Stop looking at my sister!” A gangly brown-haired kid told me. I looked at him. I could take him in a fight; easy. Especially if it meant having a chance at dating his sister.  

“Checking on my backpack, weirdo,” I told him with a roll of my eyes. 

“Yeah right.” He rolled his eyes back at me. “She’s off limits to the basketball team.” 

“Lucky me, I’m not trying out.”  

“I called dibs first,” a kid from my math class said. Brian.  

“Touch her and die.” Phoebe’s brother said, walking away. I agreed, touch her and die, Brian! 

***
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TODAY 

Me: That was the best date of my life. Thank you! 

I went to bed thinking about those beautiful long lean legs peeking out of the slit of her dress and I woke up thinking about the fact that I didn’t get the opportunity to kiss her beautiful lips good night before Tony dragged her away. Phoebe had accompanied me to the Winter Ball as my non-date/date. 

Phoebe: Wasn’t a date but I enjoyed it as well. 

Phoebe: Tony said you guys are playing the geezers today. Vanessa and I are coming to watch you boys lose! 

How dare she! I will not lose to a bunch of old men! 

Me: I don’t lose. 

Phoebe: We’ll see! 

Me: Wager? I get a real date if we win. I pick the place, I pick you up, I end the night with a kiss. 

Phoebe: Since I know you won’t win, I will take that bet. WHEN you lose, I get a week of maid service. You’ll make my bed, chauffeur me around, do my chores, etc. 

All she had to do was ask! I would do anything for her. And not sure if she realized but she’s giving me more reason to be around her. I might lose on purpose. A week with her or one evening?  

Me: Deal! See you soon. 

The old guys did not take it easy on us. It felt like a real game, finally! Brute’s dad, Winston, was able to dunk on him and that brought out the beast. Brute played like he did when we were in seventh grade, which is when he earned the nickname. We played them just as hard as we play the schools in our district. No mercy! I blocked Coach a few times which made my cockiness soar! Our seventh-grade coach- the guy who started my love of basketball- showed up with a broken leg so he couldn’t play but enjoyed taunting us. 

By the time we finished, my shirt was soaking wet. My curly hair was plastered to my head and I was out of breath! I slipped out of my shirt and used it to wipe some of the dripping sweat. Joining Phoebe on the bench, I gave her a sly grin. 

“Marty’s Steakhouse. Next Saturday night. Wear a dress that shows off those beautiful legs.” I kissed her cheek and walked away. 

“What should we put on your tombstone?” Jordan asked as I rejoined my teammates. They had all gone straight to the ice chest for more water. He glanced at Tony and I followed suit. The daggers he was shooting me would have killed a lesser man. I just shrugged. 

“It was a fair bet. She lost. Why would she doubt our playing skills? Especially against the old guys.” Why would anyone think the geezers could beat a bunch of high school seniors, all planning to play D1 college basketball? 

“I’m surprised Coach Thompson got a dunk on Brute,” Lincoln said, playfully hitting Brute in the arm. “Never thought I’d see anyone dunk on you since puberty hit.” Blink and Brute might grow another inch. He is the tallest of us all. Jordan stands at six feet with Tony barely taller than him. Lincoln has an inch on him and I’m 6’3”. Brute and his dad are both at least two inches taller than me! The only difference is that Brute is built like a Mack truck and his dad is lean. 

“How often do you guys do this?” Vanessa asked. She began to wrap her tiny arm around her boyfriend, Jordan, but pulled back. “So gross.” She frowned, shaking her hand out and wiping it on her pants. “Why are you so wet?” 

I laughed. “You just saw us play ball, right?” 

“He’s not this gross after a school game.” 

“It’s because of the jersey.” Jordan bent down and kissed her, a sweet peck on the lips. “We all have dry shirts in the cars.” She smiled up at him and walked away to join the ladies. They are an adorable couple, having gone through ex-girlfriend drama in the beginning, everything about them ran smoothly now.  

“I think I’ll stay topless.” I rubbed a hand down my rippled stomach. I turned my head and noticed Phoebe looking in our direction. I have no doubt she was looking at me. All the more reason to stay topless. 

“Come with me.” Brute grabbed my upper arm and yanked me away, gruffly. Heaven forbid he ask nicely and just wait until I agree with him. He’s lucky he’s practically my best friend. 

“Man-handle your new girlfriend, not me.” I yanked my arm away. I don’t know if he and Aayla made it official, but I also didn’t care, she was the first girl he ever asked out! He waited until we walked far enough away from the guys to turn toward me. 

“Tony’s going through some stuff. Stuff he isn’t telling anyone about and if you paid attention, you’d see it. As a friend, I wanted to ask you to tone down the flirting. He’s said for six years that his friends can’t date her. Give it up. Never gonna happen.”  

I stared at him. Completely floored by the amount of words that just came barreling out of his mouth. Brute might use six words at a time if he likes you but that was pushing it. When I met him in P.E, seventh grade, I asked him a question and he answered. One word. I asked another question and received another one-word answer. I thought he was an idiot. I figured that since we didn’t have each other in anymore classes he was in classes for children with mental issues. I was so wrong! Now he tutors me in math. 

I looked over at Phoebe. She was playing with Aayla’s daughter, Zoey. They were both laughing. My heart fluttered. 

“He’ll let his sister date a jerk like Billy but not one of his best friends.” I huffed. Billy-the-jerk is the most obnoxious guy at school. He thinks he’s cool because his dad is rich and his mom used to be a lingerie model. He probably thinks he can use her connections and become a model himself; and he can-as a clown! My stepfather is just as rich, we live in the same gated community for goodness sake! My mom is a famous photographer and yet, I’m not a jerk! He probably never bought Phoebe flowers while they dated! I made sure she had a bouquet of her favorite flowers for a dance that she refused to be my official date for! “Tony needs to realize that I'm one of the good guys. Have you ever heard I’ve mistreated a single girl at the school? Ask any girl I've dated if they’d go out with me again and I bet they’d all say yes. He’s stupid.” I was tired of waiting for her brother to approve of me! 
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Chapter Two  

Phoebe  
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Seriously? I was counting on those men to get me maid service! I thought that with all the crap they talked, those geezers would at least be able to win one game. Obviously, mistakes were made. I forgot that Chris and Tony were always ready and willing to prove me wrong. Now I have a date. With Chris. Crap. Tony was not going to be happy. 

Chris and I are...complicated? No, that’s not the right word. I looked over at him. I’d always liked Chris. We’ve always flirted. When we were younger, Chris was sweet and caring. I really liked him. I remember having these weird body image issues thanks to some mean girls at school. He showed up and was his usual nice self and I kissed him. Then Tony came and...well...was Tony and we didn’t see Chris until after summer was over. 

Holy moly, did puberty hit him! The baby fat that held on to him in junior high had melted off and he grew at least six inches. I had always been tall but now he was taller than me! Unfortunately, his new look came with groupies, apparently. I don’t think, since high school started, I’ve seen him without someone on his arm for more than a week at a time. It was disheartening. 

I’d put Chris mostly in the back of my mind. There was no use missing the kid he used to be or liking the guy he was now. I had a giant wall blocking me from ever actually dating Chris: Tony. My sweet, caring, overbearing pain in the ass older brother. Older by twelve minutes, mind you, but older, nonetheless. We had a rule: no dating each other's friends! It was a good rule. A fair rule. A rule I desperately wanted to light on fire and stomp on when I saw Chris wasn’t wearing a shirt. A stupid rule that only Tony wanted in the first place! 

Harper bumped my shoulder while we were setting up lunch. 

“You know, it’s nice to see a guy can make you uncomfortable sometimes!” She said in a low voice, so no one overheard. I love Harper. We’ve known her and her brother, Felix, for nearly as long as we’ve known Chris and Brute. Aayla and Vanessa were great friends, but they were new to the group, both just starting at Carver High this year. Harper and I went way back. I rolled my eyes at her.  

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Harper,” I said as I bumped her back. She knew about my crush. She was the only one I confided in about it that I could trust not to run back to Tony. I knew I could probably trust Vanessa, Lizzie and Aayla, but I get the feeling they would want to meddle. I’m not sure if I’m ready for that yet. 

“I’m talking about the way you keep looking at him.” She said a little louder and I blushed. “He looks at you just as much. Like right now.” I shook my head but looked at him. She was right. He was staring. I grinned. I turned away as Vanessa and Aayla came over.  

“So, when’s the wedding?” Aayla asked with a smirk. “His mom saw that little kiss and I think she wants to start talking color schemes.” I laughed with them but felt some anxiety. I wouldn’t want her to get the wrong idea. Annabelle was someone I admired. She overcame a horrible situation in the form of her deadbeat ex-husband and thrived! Now she’s a renowned photographer! She travels all over the world to take pictures and her stuff is incredible!  

I rolled my eyes. “Not gonna happen, guys. I already told you. Chris and I just aren’t that way.” I hoped they couldn’t hear that tinge of disappointment. Vanessa was looking at the guys. 

“What happened with the bet you mentioned earlier?” She asked moving closer to me. I dropped the stack of paper plates I was holding. I forgot I’d mentioned that to them. 

“Oh yeah!” Harper said turning to me. “I know if you won, he had to be your servant for the week. What did he want if he won?” 

“One guess,” Aayla said with a smirk. My face was burning so I looked down to pick up the plates. I mumbled that I had to go out with him. “Sorry, what was that?” Aayla asked, excitedly. 

“I said I’d go on a date with him!” I winced. I said that louder than intended. The adults closest to us chuckled but I don’t think they knew exactly who we were talking about. I was thankful for that; our parents gossip more than middle school girls! The guys were still in their own conversations. 

“Phoebe,” Vanessa said calmly. “You seriously can’t still think he’s not into you?” Harper and Aayla were staring at me like I was an alien. 

“We’re just...goofing around. It’s what we do. Chris sees me like one of the guys! Probably even like a sister.” I hated those words even as I said them. He’s always respected me and treated me as well and usually better than everyone around. I didn’t want him to see me as a sister. Harper snorted.  

“Trust me, Phoebe, Chris does not see you like a guy or a sister. One: if you were one of the guys, Tony wouldn’t glare at all of them the minute they glance at you.” To make her point, she physically turned me around. Sure enough, Chris was looking at me and Tony was glaring. “Two: if Felix looked at me the way Chris looks at you, he’d be arrested.” I laughed with them in spite of my blush.  

Mrs. Thompson walked over to us with Zoey perched on her hip. We smiled and included her in our conversation but soon our tiny dictator wasn’t happy on Mrs. Thompson’s hip. She smiled innocently and reached for me. I took her and walked to the swings. After I buckled her in and turned to give a short wave to Aayla to let her know I was fine with Zoey. When I turned back to a supremely happy baby, I gave the swing a small push. I love babies!  

I giggled as Zoey clapped wildly. She was just way too cute for her own good. I heard someone walking up behind me. Zoey waved, excitedly. It was bound to be either Chris or Brute; she only got that excited about those two. 

“Most stunning sight ever is my future wife bonding with my adopted daughter.” Well that answered who it was. I smiled at him when he stood next to me and tried to ignore the thudding behind my rib cage.   

“You know, Tony’s going to kill you if you don’t knock off with the flirting,” I said while staring at Zoey. I softened the statement with a grin but we both knew it was true. I turned to peek at my brother. He wasn’t hard to find. Tony was already glaring daggers at Chris from the picnic table. I looked back at Chris to find him staring at me. I smirked at him. “I can’t have you getting murdered before our date on Saturday, now can I?” 

Chris was full on smiling now, but it wasn’t the cocky smile everyone else always saw. It was one that reminded me of that sweet guy I knew in middle school. He shrugged. “I’m not the only one breaking all the rules here. If my memory is accurate, and where you’re concerned it always is, you kissed me last week. At my house. Remember?” 

I blushed but held his stare. “That was different.” I argued weakly. I couldn’t deny I’d enjoyed it. What was meant to be a brief kiss turned serious enough that Tony practically locked me in my bedroom the day before the dance.   

Chris grinned. He reached out and gave Zoey a push in the swing before guiding me to a swing next to her. He kept me facing away from the group. I sat down and he pulled the swing close to him. “I like different.” He whispered before letting me swing forward. He continued alternating between pushing Zoey and me.  

I tried not to laugh when he pushed me higher, but I couldn’t help it. It was too hard to talk with me swinging back and forth so we stayed contentedly silent with the exception of laughing from me or giggling from Zoey. I forgot other people were at the park with us for a few minutes. 

He finally stopped the swing and I climbed off. I grinned, standing next to him. We pushed Zoey a few more times, unsure of what else to say. He put his arm over my shoulders, and I leaned against him.  

I heard a few shutter clicks. We both turned to see Annabelle with her camera. She looked at her screen and smiled as she walked away. I looked back at Chris and was surprised to see his cheeks tinged pink. He winked and walked to Brute and Jordan.  

I pulled Zoey to a stop and started unbuckling her from the swing. I thought about Chris and me. Maybe I was ready for different, too. 
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Chapter Three 

Chris 
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One of the Guys 

After basketball season ended, my teammates and I remained close. At least a few of us. I hated being around Brian so if I knew he was going to be somewhere, I usually opted to stay home. Unfortunately, no one told me he was going to be at Tony’s on the Monday of Spring Break, seventh grade.  

“Hey kids,” Tony’s big sister, Madeline said, standing in the doorway. Although Phoebe and Tony are twins, Phoebe and Madeline look more alike. They all have a strikingly beautiful color of blue eyes, but Phoebe and Madeline both have their father’s sun kissed skin tone and blonde hair, while Tony has his mother’s much darker skin and deep brown hair. 

We all looked up at Madeline with wide eyes. Both of Tony’s sisters are gorgeous. She stood there in a pair of short shorts and a bikini top, what teenage boy isn’t going to stare? “Mom said I’m in charge. I’ve got friends coming over and we’re going in the pool. You losers stay inside. And Phoebe is one of the guys, so she can stay in here with you.” 

“Whatever,” Tony said. He went back to playing the board game we were engrossed in. “You can’t really stop us from swimming if we want.” 

“Whatever, come out and die.” Madeline turned and strutted off. 

Two hours later, we were in the middle of playing a Speed card game tournament when Brian showed up. Phoebe was kicking our butts! Literally an hour into playing and she was undefeated! 

“Do I get to take her next?” Stupid Brian asked. I wanted to hit him. I slipped out of my seat and he slid in. “You’re looking mighty beautiful today, Pheebs,” he flirted. 

“She’s one of the guys today,” Tony demanded. As if he hasn’t told the jerk for months to stop looking at his sister. 

“Yeah, her new name is Phil,” Jordan offered. 

“Phils.” I suggested. “Phil is a real boys name but Phils is our girl who is stuck with the boys today.” She smiled at me.  

“She’s too pretty to be a boy. She’ll always be Pheebs to me,” Brian protested. Whatever, he sucks anyway. 

***
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TODAY 

Me: (to Lincoln, Jordan, Felix, Tony, Phoebe, Harper, Vanessa, Aayla and Lizzie) Anyone up for an evening at the bowling alley?  

After showering, I sat at home for an hour playing video games, but I was bored and antsy. I think I was just excited for Saturday and if I continued to sit around, I would continue to obsess over the fact that I, Christian Axel Hodges, won a date with the most beautiful woman in the world!  

Tony: Phils and I are in. 

Jordan: Sure. What time? 

Lincoln: Lizzie and I are waiting for her parents to come home but we’ll meet you there. 

Me: I’ll head over now and reserve a lane. 

I sent a private message to Brute asking if he was coming and needed a ride. He assured me he’d be there and that his lady would drive him. Okay, he didn’t say lady, he used her name, but same thing. 

The bowling alley wasn’t crowded yet. Usually, the Sunday night crowd came in after seven when the lanes went half price. I reserved six games on two lanes, because I didn’t know how long everyone would want to hang out. Before anyone arrived, I ordered a ton of appetizers and drinks as well.  

“Hey, handsome. Bowling all alone?” I turned to face the voice that was speaking. Janet Nguyen. I met Janet on the first day of freshman year. She was my first ever date. She’s a beautiful girl; long black hair, large brown eyes and high cheekbones. She tends to wear tiny tops and even smaller shorts.  

“Getting everything set up for a private party,” I told her, hoping she’d take the hint. Janet’s a nice girl; I dated her off and on over the years just to have someone comfortable to be around. She usually calls me when a boyfriend dumps her, and she needs to feel pretty again.  

Janet didn’t get the hint. She sat down in my area and crossed her legs. They aren’t as long and sexy as Phoebe’s, but they aren’t bad to look at. Especially if her shorts are as short as they are today.  

“Private? I like the sound of that.” She bit her bottom lip; something that used to drive me crazy and not in a good way. Guys fall for it; I have witnessed it time and again, but I’m not affected like most guys.  

“Yeah, not that kind of private. Damn, you’re a freak.” 

“I’m still waiting to be freaky with you.”  

“Waiting for the perfect one,” I told her.  

“I’m right here,” she offered. 

“Oh, look, there’s my friends. Party’s getting started. See you tomorrow at school.”  

She still didn’t take the hint! Phoebe and Tony joined us. Janet stood right next to me, slipping her arm behind me and her tiny hand into my back pocket. I rolled my eyes but tried not to flinch away. 

Phoebe looked hurt but I wasn’t sure; the look disappeared just as quickly as it had come about. I may not be sure of what it was, but it made me step away from Janet.  

“Are you joining us?” Tony asked. 

“Nope!” I replied quickly. Not quick enough because Janet replied at the same time, “I’d love to.” 

“Sorry, it really is a private affair,” I explained.  

“Look, there’s Ana,” Janet said loud enough for Ana to hear.  

Ana Lopez, another girl I’ve dated off and on over the years. Another girl with long dark hair and large brown eyes. She’s taller than Janet but not by much. Ana smiled at us but kept walking. 

“Anyway, let’s get this game going,” Janet suggested. 

“Sorry, we’re waiting for some more people. And aren’t you here with someone else?” Could she just leave please! 

“I’m here for my little cousin’s birthday party. I’m sure they won’t miss me. Too many five-year-olds to look after.” 

“Okay, well, I’m gonna run to the bathroom before everyone gets here,” Tony told us. I should follow him! Maybe then she’ll leave. I stayed behind. 

“Phils, love, can I get you anything specific?” I asked Phoebe, ignoring Janet’s presence. Phoebe had been focusing on the floor and when she looked up, I knew she didn’t want Janet around either. She didn’t look jealous or annoyed, but there was something there. Whatever it was, she was hiding it well.  

I reached for Phoebe’s hand and pulled her closer to me, simultaneously taking a step toward the computerized screen. We both faced the screen and I used one hand to start tapping pictures. My other hand still held hers. 

I heard a huff from Janet behind us. Leave! I willed for her absence.  

“Hiya!” Vanessa cheerfully bounced up behind us. “Who is this?” I turned to see her eyeing Janet. I feel like I’ve known Jordan’s girlfriend so long that I forget she’s new to the city and doesn’t know everyone that we’ve known for years. Vanessa’s eyes scanned our still locked fingers and I saw a hint of a smile before she locked her gray gaze back on Janet. 

“That’s Janet. She’s just leaving,”I told her. Finally, Janet stepped closer to exiting our private area, but she didn’t quite leave. First, she had something to say. 

“You know Tony is gonna flip when he sees this nonsense. You’ve dated me more than any other girl at the school so I’m not too worried about this. You’ll be back!” She spun on her heels, flinging her hair in my direction and stormed away. 

“Wow! You dated her?” Vanessa asked. Jordan just tittered. Jerk! “She’s not what I expected of you.” 

“Just biding my time til Phils is ready,” I explained. I tell people this all the time, but no one believes me. It’s one of those things I say jokingly but mean wholeheartedly. I wrapped an arm around Phoebe’s shoulders. She’s always hated confrontations, so her silence was normal. But I wanted her to relax and have some fun. 

Brute and Aayla arrived next. “I’ve got three hours of freedom!” She told us, dropping her rental shoes on the floor at her feet. “I’m pretty damn excited.” 

“You just had an evening off of mommy duties last night.” Vanessa reminded her. I smiled at the mention of last night; my first non-date/date with Phoebe. 

“It’s not the same. I’m not in stuffy clothes and I get to eat my fill of junk and not worry about getting my dress dirty.” Brute’s shoulders bounced and although he was sitting down, focusing on his feet, I knew he was laughing.  

“Food is ordered, and lanes are paid for!” I clapped once and rubbed my hands together. With a glance at Phoebe, I said, “Be my partner?” 

Before she could answer all of our phones alerted us of an incoming text. 

Felix: I’ve got a date but I’m dropping Harper off. I’m sure one of you can get her home, right? 

Tony who had still not returned from his trek to the bathroom replied first. 

Tony: Of course. 

“Perfect. We’ll couple up.” Jordan suggested. “I’m playing for a foot rub.”  

“Girls versus guys for a foot rub!” Vanessa suggested. “I’m a bowling champ by the way.” She shot her boyfriend a warning. He just smiled.  

“I’m in. Brute probably gives great foot rubs. Have you seen the size of his hands?” Aayla was excited.  

I looked down at Phoebe, raising an eyebrow in question. She shrugged. I smiled. I’d be willing to give her any kind of a rub! 

“Girls versus guys for a foot rub,” Vanessa informed Tony. “You get Harper because it’d be creepy for you and your sister. Chris and Phoebe and the couples.”  

We all changed our shoes while we waited for Harper. We weren’t going to wait for Lizzie and Lincoln. Harper arrived and not long after our games got underway. The food arrived shortly after that. A plethora of greasy and saucy dip-able delights. 

“So, have you decided what dress you’re gonna wear Saturday?” I sank into the cushioned bench seat next to Phoebe after I bowled a strike. I crossed one ankle over the opposite knee and put my arm over the seat behind her. I was having too much fun to worry about Tony’s daggers, so I kept my voice low and my focus on her. 

“Not yet. You barely won the date today.” She blushed. It was adorable. 

I leaned closer to her ear and noticed just a little more pink stain her cheeks. “I can take you shopping. Help you pick out the perfect dress,” I offered. “I know what looks good on you.” 

She smiled. 

A head popped up between us from behind the seat. I leaned away, frowning at the intruder. 

“You two are looking mighty cozy over here. Mind if I slide in between you? I can sit on your lap.” She gave me her stupid seductive look. It never actually worked on me.  

“Go away, Janet.” Phoebe said quietly. She even sounded polite.  

“I’m not interrupting, I’m sure. Big brother would never go for that.” Phoebe focused on her hands clasped across her lap.  

“Oh, hi. I’m Vanessa.” A tiny pixie chick appeared out of nowhere. She was in front of us, leaning forward, eye level with Janet. Her gray eyes were laser focused on the intruder. “You’re Janet, right?” Janet didn’t answer. “I don’t know how obvious it is to you, but this is a couples only party. And considering you’re hitting on my best friend’s boyfriend, I’m assuming you aren’t waiting for your own boyfriend. So, you’re just not welcome at all. Move along.” She waved a hand, dismissing her. Best friend’s boyfriend? Yes please! 
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